this investment could increase irrigated agricultural land by 10-20%, potentially boosting grain production by 5-10%. Even climate change could help. Glaciers in western China are likely to melt faster over the next few decades, and could water new farmland in that region. Then there is indoor, hydroponic cultivation, which has already entered China on a household scale for growing vegetables.
If per-capita grain consumption can be held stable, then to feed itself China would need only to increase grain production by 9%. Yes, the growing middle class wants to eat more meat, which requires more grain, but older people tend to eat less meat, so the demand could be balanced as the population ages. The country does not have to follow the Western model of development based on overconsumption. Thrift is deeply ingrained in the philosophy and culture of the people.
Brave policy decisions are needed. Better planning can regulate construction in rural and urban areas. Reducing the per-family area of land for residential construction would also help. Because of the trend towards urbanization, many rural residences will become vacant in the next 20-30 years. This land must be returned to agricultural use. With this in mind, building rural structures on stilts would avoid soil destruction and enable the reclamation of built-up land. China should abolish the permanent-residence registry system and stop floating farmer workers constructing rural residences.
Furthermore, as the cold Qinghai-Tibet plateau warms, China should look to develop cropland reserves there for emergency use. And in the rural south, the government should provide financial incentives for farmers to sow farmland currently left idle by a shortage of labour. An effective model could be worker-owned agricultural cooperatives directly linked to urban markets through subsidized transport.
Extra investment to train farmers and strengthen the role of agricultural specialists at the town and village level would protect and raise crop yields. The current promotion of college students to serve as village officers, for instance, could be enhanced with training on biodynamic farming technology and environmental protection.
With these measures, China can maintain the current level of agricultural land, and make full use of idle land. It could grow grain production, not by 9%, but by 20-30%. Given the country's remarkable achievements in population control and economic reform over the past 30 years, the world does not need to worry about having to feed China just yet. ■
